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LAND VALUES IN NEW YORK CITY 1 

SUMMARY 

Introductory. Method of study, 545. — I. Vacant land in the 
borough of Manhattan. Description of parcels. Gross and net incre- 
ments and decrements, 548. — II. Washington Heights. Tract sold 
at auction in 1891. Gross and net increments. Early history of tract. 
Comparison with similar tract in the Bronx, 558. — III. Auction sales. 
Description of tracts. Losses to purchasers of Bronx lots, 562. — IV. 
New York City by boroughs. Method of establishing value in 1906 
and 1921. Gross and net increments or decrements. Queens borough 
by wards. Separate tract in South Brooklyn. Increases in land values 
during nineteenth century. The tax rate and economic rent, 569. 
— Conclusions, 579. 

In all the literature of land values and of economic 
rent there is surprisingly little in the way of concrete 
statistical data. Where reforms in land tenure and 
taxation have been advocated such figures as have been 
presented have often been loosely used without any 
thorogoing analysis of their significance. Even the 
fundamental economic theories in regard to land and 
rent have never been adequately checked by modern 
statistical methods. This situation is due largely to the 
great difficulty in obtaining satisfactory statistical ma- 

1. This study was prepared under the direction and with the advice of a committee 
consisting of Alexander M. Bing, Richard S. Childs, Clarence Stein, Robert D. Kohn, 
Lawson Purdy, Frederick L. Ackerman, Robert Murray Haig, Graham R. Taylor, 
Robert E. Simon, Herbert S. Swann, and C. H. Whitaker. 
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terial. Assessors' valuations, until very recently at 
least, have been entirely untrustworthy, and when in 
the sale of land the consideration is stated, it is difficult 
to determine the value of the land as distinguished from 
the value of buildings and other improvements. 

It was with the desire of supplying some trustworthy 
data on which reliable conclusions could be based that 
an investigation was begun which resulted in this study. 
The figures presented were compiled from the original 
records and published reports of the New York Tax 
Department or from other original and trustworthy 
sources. It is obviously impossible, within a limited 
time, to make such a study at all exhaustive, and many 
similar investigations in New York, as well as in other 
cities, will be necessary before a sufficient body of sta- 
tistical material is accumulated for an adequate con- 
sideration of all the disputed questions in regard to land 
values, rent and land taxation. It will appear, however, 
from the figures here presented that some facts and 
general conclusions are indicated even by so brief a 
study as this. 

The investigation was started without any very 
definite plan and without complete knowledge as to the 
extent or availability of the material. This paper is, 
therefore, simply a record and brief analysis of the facts 
which came to light in the course of the work. These 
facts fall naturally into four general divisions: first, 
the results of an intensive study of nine vacant or nearly 
vacant parcels of land in the developed sections of the 
borough of Manhattan; second, an intensive study of 
a tract of about fourteen blocks on Washington Heights 
together with a large acreage tract in the upper Bronx; 
third, a study of ten tracts which were subdivided 
and sold at auction between the years 1905 and 1913; 
fourth, a less detailed study of each of the five boroughs 
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of New York City from 1906 to 1921, with additional 
data in regard to the five wards in the borough of 
Queens, and a tract of 24 square miles in Brooklyn. 

The tracts and parcels to be studied were chosen on 
account of the availability of data pertaining to their 
value without regard to the probable balance of gain 
or loss to the owners. Each tract was traced back as 
far as possible consistent with a fair degree of accuracy 
to some year in which a reasonably accurate estimate of 
value could be made. From that year the assessed 
valuations were traced through the year 1921 and the 
taxes computed for each year. The amounts paid in 
special assessments were obtained by searching the 
original records in the Bureau of Assessments and Ar- 
rears of the New York City Tax Department. Interest 
compounded annually at 4 per cent was computed on 
the base value through the year 1921 and also on all 
items of taxes and assessments from the date they be- 
came due through 1921. Whenever any part of a tract 
or parcel was improved by building, it was assumed that 
the income from the improvement would cover the 
taxes and interest items on the parcel improved. Taxes 
and interest, therefore, were computed only on the 
value of the vacant portions of the tract. Special 
assessments, however, were included regardless of im- 
provement, since these may be considered in the nature 
of capital charges, a payment to the city for additional 
value directly added to the property. The question 
of the actual net return to the owner on improved prop- 
erties was not considered of importance in connection 
with this study, since the erection and management of 
buildings is a business in itself in which the rate of net 
profit bears no necessary relationship to the value of the 
land used. It may be noted, however, that in the 
opinion of business men, real estate investments, averag- 
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ing the good with the bad, yield no more than a mod- 
erate return. Four per cent was used as the rate of 
interest on the assumption that this rate could have 
been obtained at any time by conservative investments 
or savings bank deposits. Since the propriety of in- 
cluding any interest charges at all as a part of the carry- 
ing charges may be questioned, these items are always 
separated from the other charges in the tables and in 
the text. Whether or not interest should be considered 
in connection with the social aspects of the problem, it 
must be considered in an estimate of the profit or loss 
of the land speculator. 

In the following pages the four main divisions of the 
study as outlined above will be considered in separate 
sections. 

I 

Vacant Land in the Borough of Manhattan 

While each of the nine parcels covered in this section 
shared in the general increase in land values due to the 
growth of the city and the nation in population and 
wealth, the rate of increase in different sections has 
varied widely. It is, therefore, necessary first to con- 
sider briefly the location and history of these parcels 
in order to understand the local conditions which have 
influenced their development. 
1. Fourteenth Street. The first of these parcels to 
assume its present form is located on Fourteenth 
Street, beginning 200 feet west of Fifth Avenue. 
It consists of fifteen city lots with a total frontage 
of 225 feet on Fourteenth Street and 150 feet on 
Fifteenth Street. The only improvements are a 
four-story stone residence and a brick stable. These 
buildings were erected in 1853 and replaced two 
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older houses which appeared on the tax records 
from 1840 to 1853. This tract was a part of a large 
estate and there is no record of its transfer except 
by inheritance since 1788. It appears as a sep- 
arate tract on the tax records in 1840 in which 
year the land alone was valued for taxation at 
$28,500. Since vacant land at that time was as- 
sessed at less than 50 per cent of it's true value, 
we have taken $60,000 as a conservative estimate 
of the land value in that year. It has been as- 
sumed that the use value of the residence and 
stable has been sufficient to cover the carrying 
charges on three of the fifteen lots during the whole 
period of eighty-one years. The use value was un- 
doubtedly greater than this during the years when 
the mansion was new and when the vacant part 
of the tract was used as a spacious lawn and 
garden, but at that time the carrying charges on 
the land were only from $5,000 to $9,000 a year. 
Since the house has long been obsolete its present 
value can be but a small fraction of the 1921 carry- 
ing charge of $130,000. 

2. Fifth Avenue above 39th Street. This parcel has 
been held vacant by the Wendel estate since 
1845 when it was purchased with adjoining land 
for $8,000. On the basis of this sale this front- 
age of 54 feet on Fifth Avenue was valued at about 
$3,000. The development of Fifth Avenue first 
as a residence and then as a business center has 
given to this parcel the most rapid and consistent 
increase in value of any of the parcels studied. 

3. Fifth Avenue and 73d Street. This corner lot 
with an avenue frontage of 77.2 feet and a depth 
of 130 feet was sold in 1866, with dimensions as 
at present, for $82,500. It has never been im- 
proved. 
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4. Fifth Avenue above 75th Street. This is an in- 
terior lot with a frontage of 67.2 feet. A tract in- 
cluding this lot was purchased in 1860 for $48,000. 
By a comparison of assessed valuations of the lots 
in this tract it appears that the sale value of this 
lot alone in 1860 was about $20,000. 

5. Fifth Avenue, 95th to 96th Streets. This entire 
block frontage is still vacant, altho never held 
under one ownership. By a comparison of a num- 
ber of sales in this tract from 1853 to 1859 with 
the corresponding assessed valuations, the prob- 
able value of this tract is fixed at $11,400 in 1856. 

6. Fifth Avenue, 97th to 98th Streets. By a com- 
parison of sales and valuations the value of this 
block frontage in 1865 is estimated at $65,000. 

7. West 64th Street near Broadway. This parcel 
has a frontage of 100 feet on 64 th Street near its 
intersection with Broadway and Columbus Avenue, 
and also a diagonal frontage of 29 feet on Broad- 
way. On the basis of several sales, including parts 
of the lot under consideration, the value of the 
whole lot in 1854 is estimated at $3,000. It has 
never been adequately improved, altho at present 
it is being used as a gasoline filling station with a 
driveway through from Broadway to 64th Street. 

8. Central Park West and 97th Street. This corner 
plot with a frontage of 100 feet on Central Park 
West and 200 feet on 97th Street was sold with 
other land in 1859. On the basis of this sale and 
a sale of an adjoining lot the value in that year 
is estimated at $15,000. In 1918 it was fully im- 
proved with apartment houses so all computation 
of carrying charges ends with 1917. 

9. Riverside Drive, 109th Street to Cathedral Park- 
way. This large lot was originally part of a larger 
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tract extending from old Bloomingdale Road to 
the Hudson River. A part of the tract was taken by 
the city for Riverside Drive in 1873 and in 1880 
a small strip on the east was added by the clos- 
ing of Bloomingdale Road. The value in 1880 is 
estimated at $60,000 from a comparison of the 
assessed valuation and sales in that year. The 
owners have received an income of perhaps $3,000 
a year for the past few years from the rental of 
bill board space. A large apartment house is 
now under construction on this lot. 
The following tables give the most important results 
of the study of these nine cases. Table I gives the total 
figures in each item of the carrying charges on each 
of the nine parcels from the original base year together 
with the totals of these items and the estimated value 
in 1921. This estimate is based upon an assumed ratio 
of 95 between the assessed valuation and the true value. 
The New York City Tax Department has endeavored 
to assess property at its full value since 1911, but the 
evidence of actual conveyance indicates a slight un- 
derassessment in 1921. 2 

On the original computation each of these parcels 
was traced back as far as it could be separately iden- 
tified on the tax records, and as far as the different 
items of carrying charge could be determined with a 
fair degree of accuracy. This method resulted in nine 
different base years, ranging from 1840 to 1880, with 
base-year values ranging from .3 per cent to 15.0 per 
cent of the value in 1921. In order to make the results 
of the separate computations comparable one with 
another, the value of each parcel was estimated for 1880 

2. A sample of 162 widely distributed sales in 1921, excluding foreclosures, shows a 
median ratio of assessed valuation to sale price of 94. Nearly all were sales of partly 
improved land, as it was impossible to find enough sales of vacant land in Manhattan 
to establish a trustworthy median. 
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and the various items of carrying charge recomputed 
as from that date (Table II). The assessed valua- 
tions in 1880 were found to be about 50 per cent of 
sale values, 3 and this ratio was used in the estimates, 
corrections being made wherever specific sales of the 
property, or property in the immediate vicinity, in- 
dicated a different local ratio. The year 1880 was 
selected as the common base year, not only because 
it was the earliest year common to all the original 
computations, but because 1880 is generally considered 
to have been a normal business year. Land values had 
recovered from the depression following the crisis of 
1873 and the general level of commodity prices was 
again normal. 4 

A comparison between the percentage tables III 
and IV shows that when all the items are taken into 

TABLE III. — Vacant Land, Manhattan 
Costs as percentages of value in 1921 



Base 
year 


Value in 
base year 


Taxes 


Special 
assess- 
ments 


Interest 

on base 

value 


Interest 
on taxes 


Interest 

on 
special 
assess- 
ments 


Total 
cost 


Value 
in 1921 


1. 1840 

2. 1845 

3. 1866 

4. 1860 

5. 1856 

6. 1865 

7. 1854 

8. 1859 

9. 1880 


8.3 

.3 

11.3 

4.4 

1.5 

13.7 

.8 

7.7 

14.2 


53.2 
33.5 
44.2 
44.5 
40.9 
38.9 
26.0 
40.2 
37.2 


.7 

.1 

.5 

.4 

1.4 

2.5 

1.9 

3.7 

5.2 


171.7 

6.0 

86.9 

43.4 

18.3 

109.5 

9.9 

67.1 

57.3 


103.2 
31.2 
46.2 
46.8 
43.5 
46.3 
23.6 
46.9 
25.4 


4.6 
.9 
2.6 
2.3 
6.4 
11.0 
12.5 
12.4 
11.1 


321.7 
72.0 
191.7 
141.8 
112.0 
221.9 
74.7 
178.0 
150.4 


100.0 
100.0 
100.0 
100.0 
100.0 
100.0 
100.0 
100.0 
100.0 


Total 


6.3 


40.4 


1.4 


60.4 


47.9 


5.7 


162.1 


100.0 



3. An analysis of 213 sales of land in 1880 for which considerations were stated shows 
a median ratio of exactly 50. Of these sales 129 were of vacant land showing a median 
ratio of 43.5. The 84 improved parcels showed a median ratio of 67. 

4. For the whole of Manhattan Island the real estate valuation in 1880 was $919,- 
669,205. Assuming a 50 per cent valuation and assuming that the value of the land 
was slightly in excess of the value of improvements we arrive at an estimated land 
value in 1880 of $1,000,000,000. The estimated land value in 1921 was $3,468,000,000, 
of which the value in 1880 was 28.8 per cent. Taking the value in 1880 as a base, land 
values in Manhattan as a whole have risen 250 per cent while the values of the nine par- 
cels considered have increased 400 per cent. It is evident, therefore, that the parcels 
selected have increased in value much more rapidly than has the average parcel of 
land in Manhattan. 
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TABLE IV 


— Vacant Land, 


Manhattan. 1880-1921 








Costa as percentages of value in 


1921 


















Interest 






No. 


Value in 

base year 
1880 


Taxes 


Special 

assess- 
ments 


Interest 

on base 

value 


Interest 
on taxes 


on 
special 

assess- 
ments 


Total 
cost 


Value 
in 1921 


1 


44.1 


44.5 




140.8 


41.3 




270.7 


100.0 


2 


8.1 


31.6 




32.1 


19.3 


.1 


91.2 


100.0 


3 


20.7 


41.5 


.1 


82.5 


32.1 


.2 


177.1 


100.0 


4 


19.7 


41.7 


.1 


78.4 


31.6 


.1 


171.6 


100.0 


5 


20.4 


38.1 


.6 


81.3 


28.1 


1.5 


170.0 


100.0 


6 


19.0 


35.5 


.7 


75.8 


27.4 


1.8 


160.2 


100.0 


7 


9.0 


24.5 


.3 


36.0 


14.2 


.8 


84.8 


100.0 


8 


21.8 


36.1 


1.3 


71.2 


26.6 


2.4 


159.4 


100.0 


9 


14.2 


37.2 


5.2 


57.3 


25.4 


11.1 


150.4 


100.0 


Total 


20.0 


37.2 


.7 


74.3 


27.8 


1.5 


161.5 


100.0 


Total, 


















2-9 ... . 


16.0 


36.0 


.8 


63.2 


25.5 


1.8 


143.3 


100.0 



consideration the change in the base year made com- 
paratively little difference. In Table IV the average 
base-year value is 20.0 per cent as compared with 6.3 
per cent in Table III, but owing to the shorter period 
of computation the items of taxes and assessments with 
interest are enough lower so that the average of the 
total cost column in one table is 162.1 per cent and in 
the other 161.5 per cent of the total land value in 1921. 
It will be noted that the figures in the tax column are 
only slightly lower in Table IV than in Table III. This 
is not only due to the low assessed valuations before 
1880 but to the low tax rate. From 1840 to 1861 the 
median tax rate was 1.02 on an assessed valuation 
about 50 per cent of the sale value. This is equiva- 
lent to a tax rate on a true valuation of .5 per cent. 
From 1861 to 1880 the median rate was about 0.90. 
From 1880 to 1910 the median rate was 1.12 and from 
1911 to 1921 it was 2.02 with a rate of 2.77 in 1921. 
Special assessments have increased even more rapidly 
than taxes. The early assessments for public improve- 
ments were so light that in these parcels, located in the 
older parts of the city, the assessments amount to a 
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comparatively small item of carrying charge. It is 
also true that many of the heaviest assessments which 
were levied on these properties came at a still earlier 
date than that at which the computation begins. Tak- 
ing simply the base value in 1880 without interest and 
adding the taxes and assessments with interest on these 
payments to the city, the total cost to the owners has 
been 87.2 per cent of the 1921 value, leaving only 12.8 
per cent of the present value or 37.7 per cent of the 
value in 1880 as interest on the base value over a period 
of forty-one years. 

The greatest losses were sustained in the Fourteenth 
Street section. In Parcel 1, the taxes and interest on 
taxes on only four-fifths of the property amount to 
85.8 per cent of the present value of the whole, or 107.0 
per cent of the value of the four-fifths alone. If no 
allowance were made for improvements 5 the value in 
1880 with the actual taxes paid since that date, with- 
out any interest items, would exceed by 4 per cent 
the value in 1921. While this property is now worth 
only a little more than double its value in 1880 the par- 
cel on Fifth Avenue above 39th Street is now valued at 
eleven times the estimate for 1880. But even here the 
owner has paid one-third of its present value in taxes 
and allowing 4 per cent interest on the value in 1880 
the total cost in 1921 is 91.2 per cent. The parcel on 
West 64th Street has increased to more than ten times 
its value in 1880, and even in the past eight years it 
has increased over 50 per cent. Here the taxes have 
been only 24.5 per cent and the total cost 84.8 per cent 
of the present value. From the owner's point of view 
this is the most favorable showing of any of the nine 
parcels, but it is equivalent only to an investment yield- 
ing about 5 per cent interest. 

5. In 1904 the buildings were valued at $20,000 in a total valuation of $950,000. 
In 1920 the buildings were valued at $2,000. 
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The parcels on upper Fifth Avenue and Central 
Park West have increased to about five times their 
value in 1880 but the taxes alone have been double the 
base value and, including the interest items, the total 
cost of the five parcels ranges from 160.2 to 177.1 per 
cent of their value in 1921. 

All but one of these parcels have increased in value 
more rapidly than has Manhattan Island as a whole. 
Only two parcels, and these in the two most rapidly 
growing business sections of the city, have yielded to 
the owner an interest return of more than 4 per cent. 
If, however, these parcels had been kept improved 
with buildings which would rent for enough to pay all 
carrying charges, including amortization, and then sold 
at the 1921 valuation there would have been an "un- 
earned increment" of $4,045,000 over a base value of 
$1,012,500, in addition to a normal return of the invest- 
ment, equivalent to 4 per cent interest compounded 
annually on the base value for forty-one years. 

II 

Washington Heights 

In the extreme northern part of Manhattan Island 
the period of rapid development has been comparatively 
recent and it was found possible to trace a relatively 
large tract through its whole course of development 
from agricultural land to valuable city property. The 
tract selected was originally a farm of about 38 acres, 
now covered by about fourteen city blocks, on Wash- 
ington Heights. The tract studied is located between 
Broadway and Amsterdam Avenue and runs from 178th 
to 182d Streets. It includes a particularly valuable 
corner at 181st Street and St. Nicholas Avenue with 
a subway station and local shopping district, and has 
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a direct connection with the Bronx across Washington 
Bridge. In 1891 this tract was subdivided into 411 
lots and sold at public auction. The year 1891 was 
therefore taken as the base year for the subsequent 
computations and the value in the base year was con- 
sidered equal to the total proceeds of the sale. The 
first houses were built in the following year and by 
1898 41 lots, or 10 per cent, were improved by build- 
ings. The opening of the subway gave a great impetus 
to development and by 1909 the tract was 51 per cent 
improved. In 1921 only 38 out of the 411 lots remained 
vacant. The increase in the value of the land has been 
unusually rapid. In 1906, the first year in which the 
Tax Department published separate valuations for 
land and buildings by sections, the land in this tract 
was valued for taxation at $3,144,300. In 1921 the 
same land was valued at $8,996,100, an increase of 
186 per cent. 6 During the same period the valuation 
of all land in the Tax Department Section 8, which in- 
cludes Washington Heights, has increased about 100 
per cent, and all land in the borough of Manhattan 
about 25 per cent. 7 

In the following tables, carrying charges have been 
computed on the tract as a whole and also separately 
on the 38 lots which still remained vacant at the be- 
ginning of 1921 and on the 41 lots which were first 
improved. 

For the whole tract the owners paid to the city 
$1,134,500 in special assessments and in taxes on va- 
cant land. Including interest chargeable to vacant 
land the total was $1,633,891 or 18.1 per cent of the 
1921 value. On the portion remaining vacant to 1921 

6. Sales in the Washington Heights section in 1921 indicated 100 per cent valuation. 

7. An examination of 303 sales in 1906 shows a median ratio of valuation to sale 
price of 76. There has been very little actual increase in general land values in Man- 
hattan Island since 1906. See Section IV. 
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the corresponding charges were $211,943 for taxes and 
assessments, or with interest $347,525, or 73.2 per cent 
of the 1921 value. On the portion first improved the 
same charges were $45,024, or with interest $46,066, or 
6.3 per cent of the 1921 value. In these three com- 
putations interest charges on the base value differ even 
more widely because of the allowances for improve- 
ments. On the tract as a whole and on the first im- 
proved tenth the owners have enjoyed a material net 
increment of land value over the total cost including 
interest, but on the unimproved tenth the total carry- 
ing charges more than offset the increase in value, which 
increase, however, was not relatively as great as in the 
tract as a whole. 

For a number of years prior to the auction of 1891 
the tract as acreage had an interesting history. (See 
Table VI.) It was first sold as city property in 1868 
when it was purchased by General Daniel Butterfield 
and Richard Schell for $330,174. In 1879 it was sold 
in foreclosure proceedings for $225,000. It was sold 
again in 1880 for $315,000, in 1883 for $450,000, in 
1885 for $350,000, and in 1891 for $980,000. In 1850 
it was valued for taxation at $8,000 which was probably 
no more than one-third of its true value. 8 From a base 
value of $24,000 in 1850 the total cost including interest 
to 1885 was $316,364, as compared with the value as 
measured by the sale in that year of $350,000. It is 
evident, therefore, that practically the whole net in- 
crement in forty-one years was taken by those who 
held the property from 1885 to 1891. General Butter- 
field and his partner from 1868 to 1879 lost their whole 
equity of $50,000 and in addition paid taxes amounting 
to $34,234 and special assessments of $62,817. In 

8. Vacant land in the upper part of Manhattan was assessed very low at this time. 
Seventeen sales of land in the old 12th Ward above 86th Street between 1850 and 1854 
show a median ratio of valuation to sale price of 30. 
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addition the property was encumbered with mortgages 
amounting to $280,000 on which interest was paid for 
several years. 

Basing the computation on the purchase price in 
1868— $330,174 — the total carrying charges to 1891 
including interest amount to $1,093,501 or 111.6 per 
cent of the selling price in April of that year and 72.5 
per cent of the gross proceeds of the auction sale which 
took place in the following month. 

The tract of about 90 acres in the Bronx was in 1894 
in a similar position to that of the Washington Heights 
tract in 1868. Both were vacant acreage tracts and 
sold for approximately the same price. In the older 
tract the computation of Table VI covers twenty-three 
years and in the newer tract, twenty-seven years. 
In Tract 1, the value increased to $980,000 while in 
Tract 2 over a longer period the value increased only 
to $514,100. The total cost including interest items in 
Tract 1 was only 111.6 per cent of the selling price 
while in Tract 2 the total cost was 250.9 per cent of the 
value in 1921. The most striking difference is in the 
item of taxes. In Tract 2 on a lower actual value, the 
taxes were more than twice as heavy as in Tract 1. 
Very few special assessments have as yet been levied on 
Tract 2. 9 

Ill 

Auction Sales 

After a tract such as the property described above 
has passed through a period of speculation as acreage, 
it is usually subdivided into building lots, which are 

9. In the Washington Heights tract in which all the street improvements were com- 
pleted by 1911 the total cost was about $13,500 an acre. With the increased cost of 
labor and materials the anticipated future expense of street improvements on the 90- 
acre Bronx tract probably tends to discourage speculation and to prevent values from 
increasing. 
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sold separately to prospective home builders or small 
speculators, either at private sale or at a public auction. 
The ten tracts discussed in this section were sold at 
auction at different times between 1905 and 1913. 
They were selected from among the larger well adver- 
tised sales of the period without reference to subse- 
quent development. During this period more sales 
were held in the Bronx than elsewhere, and because of 
this fact, six out of the ten tracts are located in that 
borough. No sales were available in Queens, so that 
the conclusions do not necessarily apply to conditions 
in that borough. The tracts selected are, however, 
certainly typical of the Bronx and probably of Brooklyn 
and Richmond. 

1. The first of these tracts is the property between 
the New Haven Railroad and Bronx and Pelham 
Parkway known as Morris Park. The eastern 
part of it was formerly a race track, and was there- 
fore level and well located for building. The prop- 
erty is cut by the N. Y., Westchester and Boston 
Electric Railway, and west of the tracks the land 
is low and not well drained. The whole property 
of about 230 acres was divided into 3019 lots and 
sold at auction between May 31 and June 13, 1913. 
It was described as the largest auction sale of 
vacant land ever held in New York. The tract 
was practically vacant in 1913 and only 1.3 per 
cent improved at the beginning of 1921. 

2. In 1912, 700 lots belonging to the Van Cortlandt 
estate, south of Van Cortlandt Park and east of 
Broadway were sold at auction. Near Broadway 
the land is flat and rather low, but to the east the 
property extends up over a steep hill to the Jerome 
Park Reservoir. By 1921 4 per cent of the lots 
were improved. 



LAND VALUES IN NEW YORK CITY 565 

3. The Samler estate sale was held in 1909. The 
property consists of 212 lots on the west side of 
Broadway between 253d and 256th Streets. The 
lots are nearly all on a steep hillside, but they 
are easily reached and will be very desirable when 
opened by street improvements. By 1921, 6 per 
cent of the lots were improved by buildings. 

4. The William Layton estate at Throg's Neck was 
sold at auction in 1908. The property consisted 
of 700 lots on and near Eastern Boulevard and 
extending to Eastchester Bay. At the time it was 
some distance from any rapid transit line, but it 
has been made more accessible by the construc- 
tion of the Westchester Avenue Extension of the 
subway. The tax valuation for 1921 indicated 
that 11.6 per cent of the lots were then improved. 

5. A tract of 871 lots belonging to the Ogden estate 
was sold at auction in 1907. The property is 
directly across Washington Bridge from the Wash- 
ington Heights tract described in Section II. It 
extends south from Washington Bridge to High 
Bridge, and includes much of the steep hillside and 
some well located lots on the top of the hill. The 
tract is now 19.6 per cent improved. 

6. In 1905, the Beck estate sold at auction 315 lots, 
more or less scattered east of Boston Road and 
south of 173d Street. This property was already 
easily reached by the Third Avenue Elevated, and 
many lots in the same blocks were already im- 
proved. All the streets were open and some of 
them were paved at the time of sale. More than 
200, or 72.8 per cent, of these lots were improved 
by 1921. 

7. The Martense farm in Brooklyn south of Prospect 
Park was sold at auction in 1909. The property 
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consisted of 241 lots between Church Avenue and 
Tehama Street and between 36th and West Streets. 
The property is now reached by a subway line 
and is building up rapidly. At the beginning of 
1921 it was 29.4 per cent improved. 

8. In 1906 a tract of 266 lots in Canarsie was sold at 
auction. The property extended from East 86th 
Street to Canarsie Road and from Avenue L to 
Avenue M. The land is rather low, but not 
swampy. It is within a few blocks of Jamaica Bay, 
and is reached by a recent subway extension. It 
is now 13.4 per cent improved. 

9. A part of the original Bennett estate in Bay Ridge, 
Brooklyn, consisting of 172 lots was sold at auction 
in 1905. This property is well located between 
1st Avenue and Shore Road and between 71st and 
73d Streets. It overlooks New York Bay, and is 
reached by the Bay Ridge Elevated line. By 1921, 
36.6 per cent of the lots were improved. 

10. A tract of 278 lots belonging to the Hoyt estate 
at Livingston, Staten Island, was sold at auction in 
1906. The property adjoins the land of the Sailor's 
Snug Harbor. The land is high and the soil sandy. 
It is reached by the Castleton Avenue surface car 
line. It is now building up with attractive one- 
family houses. At the beginning of 1921 it was 
8.6 per cent improved. 
Table IV shows the carrying charges from the date 
of sale to 1921 on each of these ten tracts. In Table 
VIII these same charges are computed from 1913 in 
order to eliminate the variations due to the different 
dates of sale. Table IX and Table X show these car- 
rying charges as percentages of the value in 1921. 

It will be noted that the greatest losses both absolute 
and relative in eight years were suffered by the owners 
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TABLE IX. — Auction Sam» 
Costa as percentages of value in 1921 





Base 
year 


Sale 
price 


Taxes 


Special 

assess- 
ments 


Inter- 
est on 
sale 
price 


Inter- 
est on 
taxes 


Inter- 
est on 
special 
assess- 
ments 


Total 
cost 


Value 
in 1921 


1. Morris Park 


1913 


134.0 


17.8 


26.6 


48.7 


2.5 


2.9 


232.5 


100.0 


2. Van Cortlandt 


1912 


126.8 


18.8 


22.6 


50.3 


3.1 


3.8 


225.4 


100.0 




1909 


129.5 


24.6 


28.6 


75.5 


5.6 


6.5 


270.3 


100.0 


4. Throg's Neck . 


1908 


91.3 


22.1 


15.3 


55.0 


5.2 


.8 


189.7 


100.0 


5. Ogden estate 


1907 


89.2 


21.0 


13.1 


55.8 


5.7 


4.9 


189.7 


100.0 


6. Beck estate . . 


1905 


83.4 


13.2 


8.3 


41.0 


3.2 


2.1 


151.2 


100.0 


7. Martensefarm 


1909 


72.6 


17 7 


25.7 


39.4 


3.8 


7.1 


166.3 


100.0 




1906 


106.7 


29.3 





77.4 


9.1 





222.5 


100.0 


9. Bay Ridge 


1905 


65.4 


19.8 


12.5 


42.7 


4.9 


8.1 


153.4 


100.0 


10. Livingston .... 


1906 


103.1 


22.9 


16.2 


80.3 


6.3 


3.4 


232.2 


100.0 



TABLE X. — Auction Sales, Base Year 1913 
Costs as percentages of value in 1921 





Sale 
price 


Taxes 


Special 

assess- 
ments 


Inter- 
est on 
sale 
price 


Inter- 
est on 

taxes 


Inter- 
est on 
special 
assess- 
ments 


Total 
cost 


Value 
in 1921 


2. Van Cortlandt 


134.81 

101.0 

109.1 

87.9 

85.7 

91.1 

71.1 

110.5 

95.9 

85.3 


17.8 
17.0 
18.3 
16.1 
13.3 
5.8 
13.6 
16.4 
11.2 
14.2 


26.6 
22.6 
26.7 
15.3 
7.4 
1.3 
19.5 

"'.2 
14.0 


48.7 
36.4 
38.1 
29.0 
26.5 
11.4 
23.0 
36.4 
23.0 
29.4 


2.5 
2.4 
2.8 
2.3 
1.9 
.8 
2.0 
2.4 
1.5 
1.9 


2.9 
3.8 
5.7 

.8 
1.8 

.1 
4.7 

1.9 


232.5 
183.2 
200.7 
151.4 
136.6 
110.5 
133.9 
165.7 
131.8 
146.7 


100.0 
100.0 
100.0 


4. Throg's Neck 

7. Martense farm .... 


100.0 
100.0 
100.0 
100.0 
100.0 




100.0 




100.0 






Total 


105.6 


14.2 


15.5 


32.8 


2.0 


2.2 


172.3 


100.0 







1 Sale price. 

of the Morris Park tract. A large proportion of the 
lots in this tract can now be bought for less than the 
price paid at the auction in 1913. In eight years the 
owners have paid in taxes and assessments with interest 
50 per cent of the value in 1921. The original cost with 
interest brings the total cost to 230 per cent of the 
present value. The actual condition of the individual 
owner was even worse, for 70 per cent of the purchase 
price was allowed to remain on mortgage, so that on a 
large part of the total purchase price the rate of interest 
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was 6 per cent, instead of 4 as calculated. To make the 
story concrete it may be assumed that a typical pur- 
chaser bought two lots at the sale for which he paid 
$2,434, giving him a building plot of 50 X 100 feet. 
He paid $730 in cash and assumed a mortgage of $1,704 
at 6 per cent. His annual carrying charge in 1914 was 
$188.44 for taxes, assessments and interest. By 1919 
his taxes and special assessments alone amounted to 
$243. In eight years his tax payments totaled $326, 
his special assessments $486 and his interest including 
interest on mortgage and savings bank interest on his 
down payment, $1,309. At the end of 1921 his lots have 
cost him $4,555 and they are now valued at $1,816. 
On the improved property in Washington Heights the 
special assessments alone have totaled over $1,000 a 
lot. On this basis without allowing for increased costs 
the typical owner of two lots in Morris Park still has 
$1,500 to pay for necessary improvements, 1 in addition 
to ordinary taxes which are now $51 a year on a plot 
measuring 50 X 100 feet. 

In Tract 3 (the Samler estate), in Tract 8 (Canarsie), 
and in Tract 10 (Livingston), the percentages of total 
loss since the date of sale have been even greater than 
in the Morris Park tract, altho the period of computa- 
tion is longer. In Tract 6, the Beck estate, where 
improvement began soon after the sale, and continued 
until it is now 72.8 per cent improved, the total cost 
including interest has been 151.0 per cent of the present 
value. In this tract the special assessments and the 
taxes on vacant land without interest, amount to 21.5 
per cent, while the total increase in value since 1905 is 
only 16.8 per cent of the value in 1921. This tract 
shows by far the most favorable results of any of the 

1. The land is, however, fairly level, and it is possible that the expense of grading 
and sewer installation may be less than on Washington Heights. 
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ten tracts studied. Since 1913 the total increase in 
value has been slightly more than the taxes and special 
assessments, without interest. 

Because of the shorter period which these computa- 
tions cover the distribution of the various items of cost 
is quite different from that in the study of the vacant 
tracts in Manhattan. Based upon the values in 1921 
the average value of the Manhattan tracts in 1880 was 
21.1 per cent, while the average value of the tracts sold 
at auction was, in 1913, 106 per cent of the 1921 value, 
or without the Morris Park tract, 92.3 per cent. In 
Table X as compared with Table IV, interest on the 
purchase price, taxes and interest on taxes are all low, 
but special assessments are much higher. 

During the year 1921 there was great activity in the 
disposal of large tracts by means of auction sales. In 
the advertising the same phrases were used as in the 
advertising of the sales between 1905 and 1913, and 
the same promises were made of great increases in 
values. It is not within the province of this article to 
make forecasts, but with taxes in the Bronx at 2.84, 
prospective special assessments of at least $1,000 a lot 
and allowing merely savings bank interest at 4 per cent, 
it is obvious that the land must increase in value from 
10 to 15 per cent a year in order to justify an invest- 
ment in vacant land which cannot be immediately 
improved. 

IV 

New York City by Boroughs 

Since 1906 the New York City Tax Department has 
published reports showing not only the total valuation 
of real estate but the valuation of land alone by 
boroughs and sections. Beginning with 1910 the value 
of vacant land by boroughs is separately stated in the 
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reports. By projecting back to 1906 the percentage 
curve of the value of vacant land by boroughs it is pos- 
sible to construct tables by boroughs on the same basis 
as that used for the separate tracts already discussed. 
In order to arrive at an estimate of the true value of 
land in 1906 in the borough of Manhattan, 303 actual 
transfers in that year with consideration stated were 
compured with the assessed valuations. The median 
of these 303 ratios was 76, showing that the land was 
valued for taxation at approximately 76 per cent of its 
sale value. In Brooklyn a similar test with 100 trans- 
fers showed a median ratio of 70 per cent. No test 
has been made in the other boroughs on account of the 
difficulty in obtaining satisfactory material. Since 
1914 the ratio of assessed valuations to sales has been 
computed and published by the Tax Department by 
boroughs. In these years the ratio for Manhattan is 
nearly always the highest of the five boroughs, the 
Bronx is second, Brooklyn third, Queens fourth and 
Richmond the lowest. In has, therefore, been assumed 
for the purposes of this computation that the ratio in 
1906 was 76 for Manhattan, 75 for the Bronx, and 70 
for Brooklyn, Queens, and Richmond. 

In 1921 a comparison of sale prices with assessed 
valuations was made for four of the five boroughs. 
In order to arrive at the land value apart from the value 
of land and buildings, only transfers of vacant and 
slightly improved land were used. In Manhattan 190 
sales gave a median ratio of assessed valuations to sale 
prices of 96.5. Excluding foreclosures, the median 
ratio was 94. In the Bronx 93 sales, excluding fore- 
closures, gave a median ratio of 100. In Brooklyn 
the median ratio of 84 sales, excluding foreclosures, was 
91 and in Queens 32 sales gave a median ratio of 83. 
Since the conveyances in Richmond are not published 
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it was impracticable to make a similar test in that 
borough. The New York City Tax Department en- 
deavors to assess at full value, so where the number of 
sales available is small it has been thought proper to 
make an allowance in the direction of a higher ratio. 
In the accompanying Tables XI and XII, therefore, 
the assumed ratio of assessed valuations to sale prices 
is: Bronx, 100; Manhattan and Brooklyn, 95; Queens 
and Richmond, 90. 

In the borough of Manhattan it appears that land 
values have increased only 1.4 per cent in fifteen years. 
Even if we assumed a ratio of 90, the total land value 
would be only $3,661,000,000, an increase of $240,000,- 
000 or 7 per cent in fifteen years. In the same period 
the special assessments plus the taxes and interest 
attributable to vacant land amount to $213,000,000. 
It is evident, therefore, that there has been no appre- 
ciable net increase in land values in fifteen years and if 
our estimate of the land value of Manhattan is correct 
there has been a net loss of 4 J per cent. There have 
been, of course, large increases in certain sections, but 
these have been offset by losses in other parts of the 
borough. 

In the Bronx the gross increase in value has been 
30.9 per cent but the carrying charges have been 76.7 
per cent, giving a net loss of 45.8 per cent of the 1906 
value or 35.1 per cent of the 1921 value. Allowing 
again for a wide margin of possible error (10 per cent), 
the net loss in the Bronx is at least 25 per cent of the 
present value. The special assessments and taxes on 
vacant land alone without interest amount to more 
than the total increase in value since 1906. 

In Brooklyn land has shown a very slight net in- 
crease while in Queens and Richmond the net increase 
in value is considerable. In Queens the gross increase 
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in value has been 195.9 per cent but the special assess- 
ments, added to the taxes on vacant land and interest 
amount to 117.5 per cent. The average gross increase 
in value of all land in Queens has been nearly 7 per cent 
a year. If, however, the special assessments, taxes on 
vacant land, and the interest on these items are de- 
ducted from the gross increase the net increase in value 
is about 5 per cent a year. Because of the unusual in- 
creases in value in Queens, the figures for this borough 
were further analyzed by wards, as indicated by Tables 
XIII and XIV. The highest gross rate of increase in 
value was found to be in Newtown, which was made 
accessible during the fifteen-year period by the opening 
of the Corona subway, the opening of direct communica- 
tion with New York through the tunnel to the Pennsyl- 
vania station, and the opening of Queensboro Bridge 
connecting with Queens Boulevard which runs through 
the center of this ward. The net rate of increase was, 
however, higher in Flushing, where there have been as 
yet very few special assessments. The highest net rate 
of increase was in Rockaway. This rapid increase is all 
the more striking in that it occurred almost entirely 
in the years from 1906 to 1911. Since 1912 the valua- 
tion in Rockaway has remained practically stationary. 
Rockaway is the smallest ward in Queens in area, and 
has also the smallest percentage of vacant parcels, thus 
making the carrying charges comparatively light. 

Separate computations were also made for a tract of 
15,556 acres or 24.3 square miles in Brooklyn. This 
area is about one-third of the total area of the borough, 
and lies to the south and southeast of Prospect Park, 
but does not include Coney Island or the shores or 
islands of Jamaica Bay. It is in this part of Brooklyn 
that development has been most rapid in the sixteen 
years covered by the computation. This large tract 
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has more than doubled in value while the land value of 
the whole borough has increased only 44 per cent. The 
carrying charges on vacant land, however, have very 
nearly equaled the whole increase in value. This 
section was largely developed during these years and 
the special assessments were therefore high, and there 
was a larger proportion of vacant land than in the older 
sections of the borough. 

Table XV. — Borough of Brooklyn 

Tax Sections 15, 16, 17, 18, 19, 20, 23, 24 — 1906-21 

Per cent Per cent 

Amount of 1921 of 1906 

value value 

Land values, 1906 $94,090,000 45.9 100.0 

Taxes paid on vacant land 22,923,000 11.2 24.4 

Special assessments 27,777,000 13.5 29.5 

Interest on 1906 value l 34,699,000 16.9 36.9 

Interest on taxes J 6,029,000 2.9 6.4 

Interest on special assessments 1 5,519,000 2.7 5.9 

Total cost 191,037,000 93.1 202.1 

Assessed valuation in 1921 194,970,000 95.0 207.1 

Land value, 1921 205,170,000 100.0 218.1 

1 Interest at 4% compounded annually, computed only in proportion to value of 
land remaining unimproved at the end of each year. 

In the city as a whole land values have increased 
only 15.2 per cent over the value in 1906. Even allow- 
ing for a possible error of 5 per cent in the estimates of 
value for 1921, the increase in land value in Greater 
New York in sixteen years is not more than 20 per cent, 
or about 1 per cent a year. This rate of increase is far 
below the average rate of increase during the nine- 
teenth century. The tax valuations of all real estate 
in four out of the five counties now included in New 
York City, were in 1800: New York (Manhattan), 
$18,696,270; Kings (Brooklyn), $1,864,292; Queens, 
$3,721,923, and Richmond, $587,928. This would in- 
dicate a land value in Manhattan of from $20,000,000 
to $30,000,000. In 1850 the assessed valuation in New 
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York County was $207,000,000, indicating a land value 
of about $250,000,000. In 1900 the valuation was 
$2,370,000,000, indicating a land value of between two 
and two and a half billion dollars. These increases are 
equivalent to an average annual increase in land values 
of about 5 per cent a year. In Brooklyn, the average 
rate of increase from 1800 to 1900 was more than 6 per 
cent, while in Queens and Richmond the increases 
averaged about \\ per cent a year. 

After this century and more of rapidly increasing 
land values, a sixteen-year period of practically sta- 
tionary values, with but slight fluctuation from year to 
year, would appear to indicate some fundamental change 
in economic conditions. The explanation may perhaps 
be found in the greatly increased demands of the city 
in the form of taxes and special assessments. Special 
assessments are usually levied to pay for necessary per- 
manent improvements which add directly to the use 
value of the land, but these improvements are now so 
expensive that they do not always add the amount of 
their cost to the speculative value of the land. Taxes 
as we have previously noted are relatively almost six 
times as heavy as in 1860, having risen from 0.50 per 
cent prior to that year to 2.77 per cent in 1921. Even 
as recently as 1906 the rate was only 1.12 per cent of 
the full value. If this additional tax is taken out of the 
economic rent of the land it is reasonable to assume 
that the new value of the land will be the capitalized 
value of the economic rent which still remains to the 
owner. Assuming an interest rate of 5 per cent, the 
capitalized value of the $38,500,000 yield of Manhattan 
land taxes in 1906 would be $770,000,000. Adding this 
to the estimated land value in that year ($3,400,000,000) 
we have $4,170,000,000 as the land value in Manhattan 
in 1906 if no land taxes had been imposed. Similarly, in 



578 QUARTERLY JOURNAL OF ECONOMICS 

1921, the yield of the land tax was $91,400,000. This 
sum capitalized at 5 per cent is $1,828,000,000. Adding 
this to $3,468,000,000, the estimated value of the land 
in 1921, we have $5,296,000,000 as the untaxed land 
value in 1921. In other words if no land taxes had been 
imposed land values in Manhattan, instead of remain- 
ing stationary, would have increased $1,126,000,000 or 
25 per cent in sixteen years. For all boroughs the un- 
taxed value increases would have been from $5,500,000,- 
000 to $7,900,000,000 or 44 per cent. There are probably 
other factors which have also operated to lower the 
rate of increase in New York land values. The rate of 
population increase which was 40 per cent in the decade 
1890-1900 was only 18 per cent in the decade 1910-20. 
With the improvements in transportation facilities the 
area available for development has vastly increased so 
that there is no longer the same necessity for concen- 
tration in population and economic activity as in the 
nineteenth century. On the other hand, the great 
increases in gross rentals may within a comparatively 
short time bring about a general increase in land 
values. 

In all the foregoing discussions the matter of the 
changing general price level has been intentionally 
ignored. In the original computations, however, an 
attempt was made to reduce all the figures to the price 
level of 1913 in accordance with the United States De- 
partment of Labor index number of wholesale prices. 
In the computations covering a long period of years 
taking the carrying charges of each year at the 1913 
price level and reducing the value in 1921 in the same 
manner, the total carrying charges were greatly in- 
creased and the 1921 value decreased, thus making the 
losses of the individual property owners far greater 
than in the unweighted computation. In the shorter 
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computations, however, the total carrying charge fig- 
ures were usually slightly decreased on account of the 
larger proportion of annual charges paid during the 
period of higher prices. 

Conclusions 

1. A large part, and in some cases, all of the increase 
in the value of vacant land is offset by actual pay- 
ments to the city in the form of taxes and special 
assessments with interest thereon. 

2. These charges have increased rapidly within recent 
years, and at the same time the rate of increase in 
land values has fallen. 

3. The holding of vacant land is not a profitable form 
of investment, except for short periods of time in 
exceptionally favorable locations. 

4. Purchasers of outlying vacant lots at public auc- 
tion almost invariably pay prices which discount 
future increases in value for many years to come, 
and leave to the purchaser a practical certainty of 
heavy loss. 

5. While vacant land makes a substantial contribu- 
tion to the revenue of the city there are certain 
elements of social loss in the premature subdivision 
of land. 

(a) Through the aggregate losses of individual 
small purchasers. 

(6) Through the loss of interest on the value of 
street improvements prematurely made and 
the loss due to their deterioration as a result of 
disuse and neglect. 

(c) Through the premature withdrawal of land 
from agricultural use. This loss is, however, 
relatively slight, and is to some extent counter- 
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balanced by the frequent use of vacant lots 

for gardening purposes. 
6. If land in favorable locations is so well improved 
that all carrying charges, including interest and 
full amortization of buildings, are paid out of rents, 
any increment of land value added by social growth 
is a net profit to the owner. The extent to which 
urban property yields such a profit is a question 
about which there is much difference of opinion. 
Since this study was concerned primarily with 
vacant land, a separate investigation would be 
necessary to determine the relationship between 
the increment of land value and the surplus of in- 
come, if any, over carrying charges, including 
amortization. 

G. B. L. Arner. 



